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You shall be holy because the Lord your God is holy. (Leviticus 19:2) 
 
Happy Labor Day weekend.  It’s a weekend of rest, BBQs, and across the street, some really beautiful 
cars and car races. The NY Times helpfully had an article on the history of Labor Day yesterday.  For 
me all my life Labor Day has been the end of summer.  A chance for one more beach trip and one 
more time to wear white pants and white shoes until next summer.  In my school-going days school 
always started AFTER Labor Day, not before as it does around here.  I know, snow days are to blame 
for the early start to school. 
 
You may have traditions about Labor Day in your family.  I can see that many of our congregation are 
travelling or entertaining friends and family.   
 
But Labor Day was originally started as a way for workingmen to have and informal one day strike for 
a shorter work day (in the 1800s it was 12 hours long) and more pay.  The marchers were 
cigarmakers, dressmakers, printers, shoemakers, bricklayers and other tradespeople. The parades 
went on for a number of years until in 1894 there was a large disruptive strike in Chicago by the 
Pullman car employees. 
 
President Grover Cleveland, who may have been wanting to assure the votes of the workingmen, 
declared Labor Day a national holiday that year and it has been ever sincei.  I was surprised to learn 
that there still are Labor Day parades.  The one in NYC this year will be on Sept. 8.  No more do we 
want our Labor Day weekend to be interrupted by having to go to a worker’s parade.  The meaning 
and understanding of things changes over time. Traditions change over time.  Of course that pertains 
to things in Jesus’ day too. 
 
We’re back to Mark’s Gospel now and our reading today highlights one of many times when Jesus is 
critical of the Pharisees and the Scribes.  Things have changed with the traditions of the Jews.  Mark, 
like all the Gospel writers, want us to know that the disagreements that Jesus had with this learned 
and holy class of men was a major factor in why they took such a dislike to him.  
 
So let’s back up and talk about why the Jews had these traditions of washing hands, washing food 
from the market, and washing cups, pots and bronze kettles.  This all goes back to the laws given to 
the Israelites as laid out in the Book of Leviticus.  Priests are instructed to do these rituals of washing 
of hands and items, not the ordinary people. 
 
Later in the Book of Leviticus there is an emphasis on not only the priests of the Temple being holy, 
but that all the people are holy.  God made us to be holy people who, when we are being our best 
selves are kind, pure, and respectful of the dignity of all of God’s creation, human and non-human.  
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Jesus is very familiar with the priest’s need to wash hands from the law of the Torah.  And knowing 
that not only the son of Man is holy but that all of God’s people are holy, thinks that the Pharisees 
have gotten sidetracked.  Now, centuries after the writing of the Law in Leviticus, the tradition has 
changed.  Not only the priests must do a ritual washing of hands, it has come to be that there are non-
biblical traditions of the elders that must be obeyed, and now in Jesus’ day all Jewish people must do 
a ritual washing of the hands.   
 
Now, of course, we can see that this is eminently reasonable and sanitary. We know about bacteria 
now, and that handwashing with soap and water is one of the best things we can do to prevent the 
spread of disease.  But don’t get distracted thinking about how Jesus and his disciples should be 
washing their hands before they eat.  Of course, they should!  What Jesus is criticizing is that the 
Pharisees and the scribes seem to have missed the point of the commandments and focused on 
outward appearances rather than holiness of character. 
 
After all, if we can say that we are obeying God’s commandments by washing our hands in a special 
way, and miss the commandments to love neighbor and stranger, we’re making it too easy on 
ourselves. In James Carroll’s book, The Cloister, Peter Abelard says that God’s Law is what love looks 
like. God gave the law to us out of love and for love.  That is what we are supposed to pay attention to 
in fulfilling God’s laws. 
 
Jesus quotes the prophet Isaiah, “This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from 
me. You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.”  And we do.  We focus on 
wearing white on Labor Day and not remembering that perhaps Labor Day should be a day of rest for 
all people, not just people who can afford to take a day off from work. 
 
Then Jesus goes on to speak of food laws. Jews are to abstain from certain kinds of foods.  But Jesus 
again feels that God’s holy people are focused on externals, and things that are not what God wants 
from us.  These laws are about being pure and holy.  Jesus and Isaiah say that purity is not just about 
what you eat or how you eat, it’s about purifying your heart.  That’s a much more difficult job for 
human beings then and for us now. 
 
Can we keep our hearts pure in this day and age of political rancor?  Can we listen to each other 
respectfully and not dismiss some in our midst as unworthy of our attention, our care, and our love? 
 
One part of President Obama’s comments yesterday at the funeral of John McCain hit home with me.  
Obama was talking about how McCain didn’t just talk the talk.  He was true to his convictions.   They 
are the words of Earnest Hemmingway: 

 “Today is only one day in all the days that will ever be. But what will happen in all the other days that 
ever come can depend on what you do today.” 

In captivity, John learned, in ways that few of us ever will, the meaning of those words – how each 
moment, each day, each choice is a test. And John McCain passed that test – again and again and 
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again. And that’s why, when John spoke of virtues like service, and duty, it didn’t ring hollow. They 
weren’t just words to him. It was a truth that he had lived, and for which he was prepared to die.  

We have it easy here in this beautiful community.  We are not facing war here, and we have a roof 
over our heads and food to eat.  And yet we can try our best to embody virtues like service and duty 
to help those in need, and to respect the dignity of every human being.   

 

 
 
 

i New York Times, The History of Labor Day, Sept. 1, 2018. 

                                                           


